Use of combination therapy in the routine care of patients with rheumatoid arthritis: physician and patient surveys.
To describe the utilization of combination therapy in the treatment of rheumatoid arthritis (RA). Review of published articles and abstracts, and patient/physician questionnaire data. Combination therapy was rarely used in the early 1980s and is now (1999) used for about 25% of RA patients in the US. Physician and patient surveys indicate that methotrexate plus hydroxychloroquine is the most commonly used combination in North America, and physician surveys indicate that methotrexate plus sulfasalazine is the most commonly used combination in Europe. Patient questionnaire data indicate that 13.4% of patients in the US take methotrexate and hydroxychloroquine, and between 11% and 15% of patients with recent onset of RA receive treatment with disease-modifying antirheumatic drug (DMARD) combinations. Combination therapy with agents such as hydroxychloroquine and methotrexate is used in up to 25% of RA patients in the US, but the use of "aggressive combination therapy" is unusual. Whether combination therapy as currently practiced is beneficial remains to be determined.